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Land Grabbing in Uzbekistan

All agricultural land in Uzbekistan remains in state ownership and farmers generally lease their land for
a period of 30 years. Farmers’ rights are extremely poorly protected and land leases can be terminated
through coercive and corrupt practices by local officials (hokims). On January 9, 2019, the government
of Uzbekistan adopted a resolution "On Additional Measures to Optimize the Land of Farms and Other
Agricultural Enterprises, and the Efficient Use of Agricultural Land".!

The objective was to optimize farms and dekhans (smallholder farms) and transfer land to the private
sector to increase agricultural output. In practice, the optimization has turned into a mass illegal
seizure of farmers’ land in violation of their existing long-term land lease agreements because of the
absence of effective mechanisms for allocating land based on market principles.?

In many cases, land transfers have been carried out by local officials in the interests of cotton clusters
(vertically integrated private companies that cultivate, process and/or manufacture finished cotton
products) to ensure that the terminations were ‘voluntary’ and would incur no compensation for loss
of land, assets, or income. Hundreds of cases of illegal land confiscations have been documented by
Uzbek Forum3 and the Uzbek media* throughout the country since the privatization of the agriculture
sector began in 2018.

On January 18, 2019, 450 farmers in Pop district, Namangan region, were ordered to come to the
hokimiyat (local administration) where they were prevented from leaving before they had signed
“voluntary” statements to terminate their land leases. This methodology has been applied in other
districts and regions. Uzbek Forum has interviewed farmers in Buvayda district of Fergana and
Taxiatash district of Karakalpakstan, who confirmed they had also been coerced into “agreeing” to give
up their land.

In other cases, local authorities use illegal methods of pressure by forcing farmers to write applications
for voluntary termination of the land lease agreement in advance by leaving a blank date on the leases
that can be used at a time of the authorities’ choosing. If the farmer fails to fulfill his contractual
obligations to supply cotton to the cluster, the hokims (local officials) use these applications to seize

1 https://lex.uz/docs/4149388

2 https://www.uzbekforum.org/land-grabs-the-new-red-flag-for-uzbek-cotton-sector/

3 https://www.uzbekforum.org/illegal-land-confiscations-in-uzbekistan-farmers-in-namangan-fight-for-their-rights-and-
livelihoods/

4 https://kun.uz/news/2022/06/27/tanqgiddan-song-fermerlar-kengashi-payarig-hokimi-qarori-bilan-klasterga-otkazilgan-
yerlarni-fermerlarga-gaytarmogchi
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the land without notice. However, according to Uzbek law, failure to fulfill contractual obligations does
not in itself constitute grounds to terminate land lease agreements which can only be carried out via a
court decision.

The Case of Indorama Agro

In 2021, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the International Finance
Corporation (IFC) approved two loans of USD 130 million, in aggregate, to Indorama Agro LLC (IAL) to
support private sector investment in the cotton farming sector in Uzbekistan.> A Cabinet of Ministers
decree of 20185, ordered the transfer of 50,000 hectares of land in Kashkadarya and Syrdarya regions
to IAL where 2,897 farms operated. Of these 2,897 farms, 1,068 farms are now under the control of
IAL, acquired via so-called ‘voluntary’ land lease terminations. In effect, the land was illegally seized
through forced written statements taken from farmers under pressure or by deception. Even when
farmers refused to sign, their land was taken away regardless.

The transfer of land to IAL is contingent on investments of $225 million in cotton and crop production
and $115 million for cotton processing and production of yarn, as well as the creation of 1,500 jobs.
Given the evidence of job losses rather than job creation, it is apparent that IAL is failing to honor its
commitments.

The transfer of land to IAL took place between 2018 and 2019. According to dozens of interviews with
farmers conducted by Uzbek Forum, the understanding was that farmers would be offered
employment in return. However, these commitments have not been upheld. Since 2019, IAL has made
hundreds of workers redundant, including 1,200 irrigators and 392 brigade leaders, in a series of
restructuring efforts that include changing the employment status of workers to service providers.’
Moreover, no compensation has been paid for the termination of land lease agreements to those
farmers who refused to be employed by the company. In the absence of independent associations that
represent their interests, farmers have been left destitute with little or no redress.

The privatization of the agriculture sector has created conditions that disproportionately favor private
businesses over the livelihoods of rural communities. In an increasingly hostile environment for
freedoms of speech and association, the ability of affected communities to invoke their rights and
access remedy is severely curtailed. Modernization of Uzbekistan’s agriculture sector must address
these urgent issues:

- Provide security of land tenure and eliminate farmers’ vulnerability to abuse by officials.

- Abandon forced crop placement and state set quotas for cotton, grain and silk.

- Empower farmers to participate in a free-market economy and grow crops of their choosing
without threat of penalty.

- Introduce incentives for farmers to secure strategic production of certain crops instead of
penalizing them for failing to meet state set targets for cotton, grain and silk that can result in
the termination of their land leases.

- Compensate farmers whose land has been illegally seized for the benefit of the private sector
or through arbitrary punitive actions by local authorities.

5 https://www.ebrd.com/work-with-us/projects/psd/50879.html
6 https://lex.uz/ru/docs/3860099
7 https://www.uzbekforum.org/will-uzbekistans-first-democratically-elected-trade-union-survive/
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